
 

 

Imagine a time when women and girls were forced to 
dress a certain way. There were no laws that said that this 
was necessary, but it was an accepted tradition in America 
that girls and women had to use specific clothing.  

Most of these clothes consisted of layers of heavy 
materials, dresses that went down to the ankles and long 
sleeves that went to the wrists. These clothes were worn 
all year long, with some differences made for the weather. 
No matter what time of year it was, women’s clothing was 
always difficult to work in. 
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Cooking over an open fire 

 

Carrying heavy loads up and down stairs 

 

Working around machinery 

 

Working in a field or garden 

 

Now click on the links above for pictures of how women may have dressed 
in the 1840s and 50’s. How could the clothing these women wore be 
unhealthy and dangerous? (Also think of the mud and snow!) 
In the 1850s, a movement began in New York and other northern states 
called Dress Reform. This was a movement started by women to change the 
way they dressed, to make them feel healthier and safer. Many women 
began to experiment with new ways of dressing. This included the famous 
Bloomer Outfit, invented by Elizabeth Smith Miller and made popular by 
Amelia Bloomer.  Click HERE to see images of the “Bloomer” outfit designed 
by Elizabeth Smith Miller and made famous by Amelia Bloomer. 

Dress Reformers and Their Fight 

for Equality – 19
th

 century heroines 

THEN & NOW: HOW WOULD YOU DRESS FOR THE 

FOLLOWING ACTIVITIES 

http://www.nps.gov/fova/historyculture/images/3g07983v.jpg
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.thegracefullady.com/civilwargowns/images/cdvs/daydresses/apron.jpg&imgrefurl=http://whynotthen.com/Main/Mid19thCenturyWomensClothingGuidelines&usg=__0Qk89gnZZ6STgKVqH3jFf0WWTTk=&h=676&w=374&sz=79&hl=en&start=41&zoom=1&tbnid=4tehJ6J3lR51mM:&tbnh=139&tbnw=77&ei=CKQWUKekKs2I0QG8iYGgCg&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dphotographs%2Bof%2B19th%2Bcentury%2Bwomen%2Bdress%2B1840s%26start%3D21%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Dactive%26sa%3DN%26gbv%3D2%26tbm%3Disch&um=1&itbs=1
http://www.sciencephoto.com/media/155960/enlarge
http://dotcw.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/a-group-of-slaves-including-men-women-and-children-gathered-outside-a-building-at-the-Foller-Pla.jpg
http://www.nps.gov/wori/historyculture/elizabeth-smith-miller.htm
http://www.nps.gov/wori/historyculture/amelia-bloomer.htm
bloomers.docx


 
 

As soon as these new dresses were worn on the streets of small towns and 
big cities, the women who wore them began to be ridiculed. Eventually 
women stopped wearing the outfits. They wanted to focus on even more 
important issues, such as winning the right to own property and vote. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Class Discussion: 

How are people who act or 

dress differently treated 

today? Are there some 

places where it may be more 

difficult to be seen as 

“different”? Are there times 

when you or someone you 

know has been made fun of 

for the way you or they look 

or dress? 

 

 
 


